The presentation of tetanus in an emergency department.
Traditionally, the literature has described a certain population as at risk for tetanus infection. We reviewed the demographics, clinical presentation, laboratory findings, management, and outcome of all patients who presented to our emergency department (ED) with tetanus in the last 10 years and compared our experience with this classic literature. We performed a retrospective case series review at a large, inner-city medical center; 11 cases of tetanus were identified from 1986 to 1997. Nine male and two female patients were identified with an average age of 45 years. All had an acute injury to the skin, and most (82%) reported having no history of recent immunization. The most common recorded symptoms were trismus and rigidity in the abdomen, neck, back, or extremities. There was only one misdiagnosis in the ED. Three patients died in the hospital, while the other eight were discharged either home or to a rehabilitation facility. In contrast to the classic literature, we found that tetanus in our inner city ED presented in recent immigrants, particularly younger men, over half of whom had received no childhood immunization. Laboratory results and cultures are of little diagnostic value, so timely recognition of the clinical presentation is important.